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What do stress and burnout look like for RMs at a flagship university in the southeast
during the early Covid-19 epidemic? How would the average student worker rate the RM
role in terms of satisfaction, recommending the role to others, and weekly workload?
To answer these questions, I surveyed 51 Resident Mentors (RM) at the University of South
Carolina (UofSC) in Spring, 2021 to gather information on their general backgrounds,
workload, and overall satisfaction with the RM role. Results generally showed high
workloads and stress levels. I argue that these findings may be reflective of role ambiguity
and changes in RMs’ required duties during the COVID-19 pandemic and are likely not
idiosyncratic to UofSC. Across the country, higher educational institutions have been reexamining how they address the role of the Resident Mentor. Using my findings, I argue
that UofSC may want to pursue similar institutional changes to increase student worker
satisfaction, retention, and mental health.
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INTRODUCTION
Resident mentors (RMs) are a critical part of a university’s housing department. They are the
main point of contact for residents in their first semester and help handle incidents in on-campus
housing. This important role is becoming more complex and presents the chance for burnout and
high stress levels among RMs. I was an RM at the University of South Carolina for five
semesters, from Spring 2019 through Spring 2021. During this time, I saw burnout among my
coworkers and in myself along with high stress levels. When I looked for previously done studies
that could help explain if this was a common trend in the RM role, most research in this area was
done during the 1980’s but there has been a recent surge of research regarding resident mentors
since the early 2000’s to now. In addition to this, I wondered if the changes brought about by
COVID-19 to this role would have an effect on the RM population. The chances of burnout and
stress rose during COVID-19 for many college students (Son et al., 2020), leaving me to expect
them to have risen for the role. Due to this, I had hoped to examine the possibility of higher
burnout and stress levels reported by RMs at the University of South Carolina.
This research focused on the stress brought about by the role, burnout, and general
emotions felt by RMs. Burnout and stress were the main mental health aspects I examined; I
asked for each RM to choose how the role made them feel along with giving them several
opportunities to answer in their own words. I had initially planned to define burnout using
Paladino et al.’s definition of the issue: “…a syndrome characterized by elevated levels of
depersonalization and emotional exhaustion and decreased levels of personal accomplishment”
(Paladino et al, 2005, p 19). Given the technical background of this definition and wanting to
provide it in a simpler format that applied more to the RMs at UofSC, I ultimately decided to
paraphrase burnout in my survey (see Variables for the exact definition given for both burnout
and stress). I expected self-reported burnout to be higher in RMs due to balancing the roles of
being a student and a full-time worker (Hardy and Dodd, 1998).
By examining the role of the resident mentor on campus and how it affects the student
worker’s mental health and academic success, resident mentors at the University of South
Carolina will hopefully be more accurately represented in decisions made by the university
regarding housing; I met with several Housing officials to discuss my plan to survey RMs and
was asked to inform them of my findings. Surveying resident mentors on campus has clarified
the issues faced by RMs at UofSC - similar to previously done studies at other universities across
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the Southeast and in Hong Kong - with the trend of increased workloads, stress levels, and
burnout rates due to COVID-19.

BACKGROUND
Student Workers at the University of South Carolina
Most universities in the United States have a student worker position that specializes in being a
combination of peer role model, resource provider, and rule enforcer. They typically live in the
residence halls (or dorms) with students and can go by the title of Resident Mentor, Resident
Assistant, and Community Assistant1. At the University of South Carolina, Resident Mentors
(RMs) are typically undergraduate students that undergo training two weeks before students
move into the residence halls and have continuous training throughout the school year via
modules or required coursework, if they’re first-time RMs. Compensation includes a biweekly
paycheck dependent on time served as an RM, a housing fee reduction, and a discount on a few
meals plan options.
UofSC RM contracts cover the expected duties of the role, from duty nights and desk duty
requirements to how RMs should conduct themselves around the residence halls and campus.
Fifteen main responsibilities 2 are highlighted in the contract; the full list can be found in
Appendix 4. I chose five (listed below) due to their combination representing the role in its
variety of functions and expectations. They highlight the expectation for RMs to interact with
students on a personal level, be professional at all times, schedule events, and handle incidents
calmly and as trained. The fifth one listed was especially important during the 2020-2021 school
year since it was the Housing Department’s reasoning for why they were able to add additional
work to the role during the COVID-19 pandemic.

1

For clarification, the term Resident Mentor (RM) will be used, regardless of source material,
when discussing student workers who work in collegiate dormitories and oversee residents.
2 Five responsibilities were chosen from a list of fifteen that reflected the theme of this paper.
See Appendix Four for the full list.
5

1. Establish relationships with residents and promote overall community among the floor
2. Demonstrate respectful verbal and non-verbal communication with others and refrain from
inappropriate or offensive behaviors
3. Respond both on- and off-duty to students in crisis (physical, emotional, medical, etc.)
through assessment and referrals to experienced professionals. Follow-up with residents in a
caring and timely manner while maintaining confidentiality per FERPA requirements
4. Coordinate and facilitate regularly scheduled community gatherings, or community builders,
programs/events, and other activities
5. Other duties as assigned by members of the supervisory chain or their designee(s), including
Assistant Residence Life Coordinator (ARLC), Residence Life Coordinator (RLC), Area
Coordinator (AC), Assistant Director, Associate Director, Director of Residence Life and/or
the Executive Director of University Housing

Beyond fulfilling these expectations, RMs are to follow university rules on alcohol and substance
use, not take on any jobs beyond the RM role during their first semester, assist in emergencies
(such as inclement weather), remain on campus during breaks unless dismissed, and expect to
have a roommate if occupancy needs were high. These expectations are covered during RM
training with an RM Crisis Manual covering how to respond in any possible emergency given to
RMs during this training. The main expectation on other assigned duties was referred to multiple
times by those in upper housing positions as the RM role had added responsibilities due to the
COVID-19 pandemic.
During the 2020-2021 school year, students returned to campus with RMs given a new set of
instructions on how to mitigate the spread of COVID-19. Rules were to be enforced that required
students to wear masks in public parts of the residence hall, have no more than a certain number
of people in the rooms at a time, and how to report students who broke these rules. As university
budget cuts increased, the RM role merged into two other student worker positions with higher
positions being removed (i.e., Lead RM and Crisis RM). I started to notice RMs being more
displeased with the role due to their increased workloads and stress in the position, with many
planning to not return the following year.
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Other Universities’ Approaches to RMing
The term Resident Assistant (RA) is a well-known one for those who have or are attending
universities in the United States. At Clemson University, students who aim to be leaders, role
models, and critical thinkers can apply to the RA position. It is seen as a peer educator and
community builder role with benefits including a starting wage of $10/hour, a free meal plan,
and free housing. Responsibilities and expectations are like those seen at UofSC, with a similar
average wage being earned at $4,400/academic year. In the case of higher occupancy needs,
temporary roommates can be assigned.
Appalachian State University takes a similar approach to Clemson University. RAs are
expected to be high achieving, good at time management, and have strong interpersonal skills.
New RAs can earn up to $7,216/academic year and can pursue promotions in the role that while
bearing more responsibilities, also provide increased compensation. Unlike Clemson University,
RAs at Appalachian State must pay for their single rooms, but at a greatly discounted rate.
If they receive a temporary roommate, their housing costs are reduced by $17/day after the
roommate has been there for more than 30 days. All this information was easily accessed on the
university’s website with a copy of the official RA contract being available, similar to Clemson
University’s RA position website.
All three of these universities require confidentiality to be followed by their student
workers, with training to help prepare them for the crisis and conflict management they can
expect to receive in the role. However, they vary in how workers are compensated, whether
workers will have roommates and will be imbursed in some manner if they do, and the degree to
which housing and meal plans are covered.

RM Responsibilities in Previous Studies
The role of resident mentors has many parts. “First, the resident assistant is employed as a
student liaison and frontline advisor for other students. Second, the resident assistant is employed
as a disciplinarian who is charged with monitoring and enforcing facility and cultural norms
within the residence facility. Third, the resident assistant is an educator” (Cousineau and
Chambers, 2015, p 29). When combined with the lack of clear role expectations, the study by
Cousineau and Chambers found that the role becomes more stressful. It has been found that
resident mentors with less supervision reported higher rates of ambiguity and in turn, more
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burnout and lower job satisfaction (Berg and Brown, 2019). This in turn leads to most resident
mentors leaving the role after one year in the position. Similar to these studies, I have found this
to be a common issue at the University of South Carolina and expect to find high levels of
burnout due to the lack of clarity in what the role expects workers to do.
Jobs in roles like those of Resident Mentor have turned into more than making sure the
residence hall is kept clear of vandalism with noise levels monitored (Manata et. al, 2017). It’s
turned into a job with increased liability and interaction with residents, such as report writing and
therapist-like responsibilities. Residence halls are one way universities increase student social
activity amongst their peers, help generate a sense of community, and keep a tab on how students
are doing throughout the year outside of the classroom to increase student success levels. As
these expectations of what a dorm should do, so have the expectations of RMs. They are
expected to be peacekeepers on their halls and role models, while also being a friendly face
trusted by students assigned to them. According to Manata et al., eleven core competencies were
expected from RMs: domains were managing conflict, maintaining physical safety, connecting
with residents, forming relationships and peer groups, connecting residents to university
resources, encouraging involvement, counseling, providing academic encouragement and
support, role modeling, managing time, and fostering psychological safety. Each of these
domains applied to the RM position at UofSC during my training and can be read, although via
different wording, in the UofSC RM Crisis Manual (a collection of expectations for the role
along with how to respond in certain situations and incidents). With these many expectations, the
chance of stress increases among these student workers.
In a similar area of study, the amount of training RMs receive to prepare themselves for
the role and what it entails has been questioned. Minimal training occurs at many universities
with few providing an actual training manual. When comparing universities, little overlap occurs
in training methods and many lacked information on current problems RMs face (Elleven et. al,
2011). Trying to be a role model, counselor, teacher, and student all at once can be a difficult
task to manage all at once, especially for full-time undergraduate students who typically occupy
the RM role. Regardless of the university’s status as a public or private school, issues arose
surrounding the number of responsibilities given to RMs (Elleven et. al, 2011).
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Stress and Burnout in the Role
One such consequence of competing job duties is burnout and stress. Burnout and stress among
RMs have both been studied frequently at many universities, with much research in these areas
emerging in the 1980s and 1990s – such as in Hardy and Dodd’s 1998 paper. Recently, these
areas of research have begun to grow again as the RM role continues to increase in complexity
and university housing administrators want to see the impact of the role on students’ wellbeing.
Looking at three different universities in the Southern part of the country, Paladino et al.
(2005) examined the burnout factors in RMs and how they can lead to depersonalization,
emotional exhaustion, and lack of personal accomplishment. At all three schools, RMs
experienced high levels of burnout. Inadequate training was found to lead to higher levels of
burnout. The authors attributed this to RMs being on call 24/7, even when not on duty, due to
their accessibility within their halls. In a similar study, RMs were found to have high levels of
stress from the role in conjunction with high stress levels from their coursework (Hardy and
Dodd, 1998). Stress and burnout were also seen among RMs in Hong Kong where what was
supposed to be a part-time job ended up being a much larger time commitment (Cheng and
Chan, 2020).
This burnout isn’t evenly distributed among RMs. It varies depending on the student’s gender
and the demographics of their housing assignments (Hardy and Dodd 1998). Female RMs tended
to feel burnout more frequently than their male counterparts and that they had to meet higher
expectations. Contributions to this stress and burnout were derived from the varying role
responsibilities expected from RMs. These included acting as a leader, providing counseling and
assistance with residents’ problems, mediating disputes, making referrals to resources,
performing office tasks, responding to medical emergencies, advising academics, designing
activities and programs for the hall, and enforcing university policy.
Regardless of the locations of previous studies, working 24/7 led to increased levels of
burnout and stress among student works (Manata et. al, 2017). Ultimately, the research indicates
that this part-time job isn’t a true part-time job; residents are able to access their RMs at any time
and RMs are expected to be available to them when needed. As the role becomes larger and more
complex, responsibilities have increased that require more time from the RM and increased
amounts of liability. All of this combines to leave RMs burnout and stressed.
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Other Issues Faced in the Role
Conflict within the role when dealing with residents is a common site. Residents and resident
mentors can become close friends, especially when their residents are their roommates. “When
explicitly asked how often they experienced role conflict—specifically, how often they felt torn
between their role as friend and their role as an RA when it came to enforcing university policies
with their residents— most RAs were aware of it, and half indicated that they experienced this
type of role conflict sometimes or often” (Everett and Loftus, 2011, p 84).
This clash of social roles ensues from a university’s policies and expectations, which
Everett and Loftus (2011) recommended could be fixed by updating resident mentor training in a
way that would reduce role conflict and stress. Though ultimately not examined in my survey, I
thought this was an important area to address when bringing my findings to University Housing.
Many RMs are required to “police” their residents, a few of which are roommates and in the case
of suite and traditional style residence halls, share the same rooms as their residents.

COVID-19 Context
The COVID-19 pandemic hit universities across the US and caused many to close their in-person
aspects, leading to a virtual college experience for many students. This was seen at UofSC as
students were sent home during the Spring 2020 semester and unable to access their dorm rooms
until the summer of 2020 to move out their property. I had originally planned this research
during my sophomore year in college (August 2019 – May 2019) when I had noticed stress
levels and burnout rates were already at a high level without the additional issues the pandemic
presented to the student body. Because of this, my survey ultimately was able to take a snapshot
of UofSC’s RMs as they had their first school year back on campus since the Fall 2019 semester.
As studies start to emerge in publications that have examined how COVID has affected
college students, stress and burnout have been at the forefront of their findings. In the case of
Son et al.’s 2020 article, 195 college students were surveyed across the US. Most students (71%)
reported higher stress levels with sleep schedules, social life, and classwork affected by this
increased stress. Being a college student myself, I experienced this firsthand and expected my
coworkers to report increased levels of burnout and stress than they would have during a normal
schoolyear. Knowing the impact of COVID and how some of my survey questions may have
been more triggering than others, I included a section at the end of my survey that encouraged
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RMs to reach out to counseling if they needed it along with the number for on-campus services
provided by the university for mental health services.

METHODS
Sample
To answer my research questions, I created and distributed a survey using Google Forms. The
survey was available to all current UofSC residents from March 1, 2021 through June 15, 2021.
During this time, RMs were informed of the survey via the Resident Mentor Listserv and
coworkers. The goal was to have 100 to 150 RMs complete the survey of the 250 employed
RMs; ultimately, 51 submitted responses were received. After reviewing the responses for
duplicate submissions or invalid respondents, a total of 45 responses were left for analysis.
Considering no money was offered to RMs upon the completion of the survey, I am pleased with
the response rate the survey received. A disclaimer for the use of responses and confidentiality
was provided before the survey’s first set of questions.

Measurements
The survey consisted of 36 questions, which fell across seven themes: course load and GPA,
general role information, feelings on the role, time commitment, stress, burnout, or incidents.
Individual questions could be left unanswered at the discretion of the respondent.

Course Load and GPA
Course load was defined as the typical number of credit hours a student took in a semester. The
options included “less than 12 credit hours,” “13-14 credit hours,” “15 credit hours,” “16-17
credit hours,” and “18+” credit hours. Grades were captured via a grade point average (GPA)
variable that included options of “less than a 2.0,” “2.01-2.50,” “2.51-3.00,” “3.01-3.50,” “3.514.00.” Respondents were asked to provide their GPA for the semester before they became an RM
– with a provided example of which semester to refer to – and the semester they became an RM.
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General Role Information
Respondents were asked how long they had been an RM. They were asked if it was their first
semester (Immediate Hire or Placed from Alternate Team), second semester (started Fall 2020),
third semester (started Spring 2020), fourth semester (started Fall 2019) or fifth plus semester.
New RMs were considered those who had selected first or second semester while the returning
RM pool pulled from anyone who had been an RM for at least three semesters.
Respondents were asked about the he main types of residence halls available to choose
from at UofSC: traditional, suite, and apartment. Traditional halls have one or two students in a
room with communal bathrooms based on sex. Suite halls have one or two students sharing a
room; two rooms with share a bathroom. Apartment halls have four residents, each with their
own bedroom, sharing a kitchen, living room, and bathroom/s with each other. An open-ended
question was also asked about their average number of residents supervised each year, not
including the residents on their floor that another RM would personally oversee, with this
number being averaged if the respondent gave a range as their answer.
The reasons for why they chose to be an RM. Responses were rated on a “1 – Not
Important at All through” to “5 – Extremely Important” Likert scale. Respondents were asked
how important the: (1) benefits (housing, paycheck) of the role, (2) ability to live on campus, (3)
the potential impact on student lives, or (4) the leadership opportunity/resumé builder were to
their reason for applying to be an RM. An open-ended category was available for respondents to
list and rate any reason that was not on the list that they felt was important to help make their
decision. They were also asked if they were going to be returning the following semester to RM
and expand upon their answer if they were returning due to things like the role’s benefits or if
they were not returning due to graduating, not wanting to serve in the role any longer, or some
other reason.

Feelings on the Role
Multiple questions were used to gauge how the respondent felt about the RM role. On a Likert
scale of “1 – Very Unsatisfied” to “5 – Very Satisfied,” respondents were asked how satisfied
they were with the role. Additionally, they were asked whether the job met their expectations.
Response categories were chosen from a “1 – Not at All” to “5 – Exactly What I Expected”
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Likert scale. RMs were also asked to rate from if they would recommend the role to their friends
or residents on a Likert scale of “1- Very Unlikely” to “5 – Very Likely”.
A hypothetical question was asked towards the end of the survey to see how the
respondent felt about spending another year as an RM. The respondent could check from a list
that included the words anxious, excited, stress, and neutral. An “other” option was also included
and main themes from that list will be discussed in the results section. Frustration with the role
was measured by asking how often they felt frustrated with being an RM, response categories for
this Likert scale measuring frustration were “1 – Never” to “5 – Every Day/Almost Every Day.”

Time Commitment
Before looking closely at stress and burnout levels, I asked respondents to select how much time
they spent on average working as an RM: much less than 20 hours (1-9 hours), less than 20 hours
(10-19 hours), exactly 20 hours, more than 20 hours (21-29 hours), or much more than 20 hours
(30+ hours). A follow-up question was asked to see if the role took more of their time than they
expected it to on a Likert scale of “1 – Strongly Disagree” to “5 – Strongly Agree.” To see how
this compared to other aspects of their lives, respondents were asked to report the time they spent
on other responsibilities and life domains, including (1) family life, (2) social life, )3_
academics, and (4) other work/jobs. Response categories were intervals of “0-4 hours/week,”
“5-9 hours/week,” “10-14 hours/week,” “15-19 hours/week,” “20-24 hours/week,” and “30+
hours/week.”

Incidents
Respondents were given the top ten “incidents” from a list of possible issues an RM might
experience according to the Crisis Manual provided by UofSC; incidents are issues that RMs
may face while on or off duty that can require supervisors, police officers, and/or emergency
medical services (EMS) to help resolve the problem/s. They were selected based on what I felt
were the most common issues faced by RMs in my residence hall. These issues were (1) WiFi/power outages, (2) fires (both real and false alarms), (3) visitation violations, (4) missing
student and wellness checks, (5) severe inclement weather alerts, (6) alcohol-related issues
(paraphernalia, partying, etc.), (7) emergency transportations of students to the hospital, (8)
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COVID-19 policy violations, (9) hazing, and (10) drug use. I asked if they had ever experienced
them along with how often they occurred (i.e., never, once a semester, couple of times a
semester, once a month, biweekly, weekly, or every day). Respondents were asked to rate on a
Likert scale how handling one of these incidents would affect their stress and anxiety level.
These levels were “0 - No effect”, “1 - Barely Impacted by Incident (Feelings Go Away in a Day
or Two)”, “2 - Mildly Impacted by Incident (Feelings Go Away in a Week)”, “3 – Deeply
Impacted by Incident (Feeling Don't Go Away in a Week)”, “4 - Would Talk to Supervisor about
Incident”, and “5 - May go to Professional Counseling (ex. Therapist)”.

Stress
The following two paragraphs were displayed for students before questions related to stress:

Stress was defined as: a state of mental or emotional strain or tension resulting from adverse or very
demanding circumstances; may take a toll on mental health, physical health, and/or academic success
(Merriam Webster Dictionary, 2021).

For scaling purposes, a Stress Level of 1 meant no or little stress was being experienced through a stress Level
of 5 (i.e., chronic stress; may include stress causing physical sickness, GPA falling, and/or mental health
changes for the worse). Respondents were told the levels in between depend on the frequency and/or severity
you experience stress. For example, a Stress Level of 2 may be someone who experiences stress couple of
times a week, while a Stress Level of 4 may experience stress most but not every day.

After reading this prompt, RMs were asked how much stress, on average, the (1) RM role, (2)
family and social lives, (3) academics, and (4) other work/jobs caused them. Stress was captured
on a Likert scale of: “0 - Relieves Stress, Does not Cause It,” “1 - Little to No Stress,” “2 Slight/Infrequent Stress,” “3 - Frequent Stress,” “4 - Very Frequent Stress,” and “5 – Constant
Stress.” To see how stress levels were before and after becoming an RM, respondents were asked
to rate their personal stress levels from “1 – Low/Very Infrequent Stress” to “5 - High/Frequent
Stress” and if the role had increased their stress levels; this was done on a scale of “1 – Not at
All” to “5 – Definitely.”
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Burnout
Respondents were asked about how generally burnt-out they felt. Respondents were given an
example of burnout: “Burnout feelings include development or increasing feelings of lack of
motivation, incentive, exhaustion, and stress.” Burnout was measured on a scale of 1 (not at all
through) to 5 (very much so). In conjunction with the topic of burnout, respondents were asked
to see how being on duty/call affected them the following day in several areas: (1) increased
sleepiness/missed sleep, (2) added stress, (3) missing class, and (4) cancelling plans.
Respondents could respond that being on duty/call affected these areas: (1) never happens, (2)
rarely occurs, (3) sometimes occurs, or a (4) frequent issue.

Analysis
Completed responses were exported to Excel from Google Forms for basic data cleaning.
RStudio was used for data analysis after the data was cleaned and invalid responses were
removed. Data analysis methods were drawn upon from SOCY 303 – Sociological Research
Methods, SOCY 392 – Elementary Statistics for Sociologists, and common statistical methods
used by sociologists that were relevant to this field of research; these methods included average
and modal calculations. To see if a correlation existed between average hours worked each week
in the RM role and the reported stress level felt from the job, a Kruskal–Wallis one variable test
was ran between data collected from the questions related to self-reported stress levels and
average hours worked each week in the RM role. Otherwise, statistical analysis was centered
around the modal, average, and median values for data (when relevant to their results) due to this
survey being a descriptive look at the RM role during the Spring 2021 semester at UofSC –
Columbia. Some data will also be presented as direct quotes from open-ended responses with the
main themes described for those questions.

After deleting incomplete cases the analytical sample consisted of 41 valid responses.
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RESULTS
General Demographics
Table 1 reports the demographics of the study sample. Respondents were pre-dominantly white
and female with slightly less than half belonging to the College of Arts and Sciences. Slightly
less than half of the RMs were in the College of Arts and Sciences with the average credit hours
taken each semester between 16 and 17 credits. Looking at GPA, the modal response didn’t
change from 3.51-4.00 when looking at before and after the respondent had become an RM.
The style of hall residence hall that they worked in were split between suite and
apartment dorms, with only two respondents working in traditional-style halls. The number of
students the respondent oversaw ranged from 9 to 40, with an average of 26 students. The
average time spent in the role was three semesters, with the mode being two semesters and a
range between one and five semesters.
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Table 1. General Demographic of Sample

Demographics
Average Age

20 years

Race

White

86.7%

(Percent of

Black

6.7%

Respondents)

Other

6.7%

Gender

Female

71.1%

Male

28.9%

Arts and Sciences

48.9%

Business

11.1%

Engineering

20.0%

Journalism

20.0%

(Percent of
Respondents)
Major
(Percent of
Respondents)

Education
Average Credits
Average GPA Before
RMing
Average GPA After
RMing

16-17 credit hours
3.51-4.00

3.51-4.00
Job Information

Average Time Spent
as RM
Average Number of
Residents

3 semesters

26 students

Type of Hall

Traditional

4.4%

(Percent of

Suite

46.7%

Respondents)

Apartment

48.9%
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Decisions to Apply for RM Position
RMs were asked about how important certain reasons were to their decision to apply to be an
RM. These results are reported in Table 2. Respondents reported on average a 4 (Very
Important) for each possible response, which suggests that they found each benefit of the role to
be equally important. In future studies, it would be more useful to have RMs rank their reasons
instead of scaling them individually. A section was included where respondents could say a
different answer than what was provided. Many answers were like what had already been listed 3.
These responses included: wanting to help students transition, being a role model, becoming a
mentor and friend through the job, not being ready to live off-campus and paying rent, staying
close to significant others who were also RMs, the opportunity for student leadership, previous
experience as an RM at another institution, to meet people from different places, the impact their
RM had on them, and event management experience.

Table 2. Reasons for Working as an RM

Reason for Applying to be an RM
Reason

Average Answer

Mode

Range

Benefits/Paycheck

4

5

2 to 5

Housing Discount

4

5

1 to 5

Impact on Students

4

5

2 to 5

Resume Builder

4

5

2 to 5

Other

n/a

n/a

n/a

Since many of the answers provided in the “Other” section were rephrased versions of the
available options, the average score from this section was left as n/a.
3
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RM Role Satisfaction
Table 3 reports results on role satisfaction. Almost half of the respondents (46.7%) were
satisfied with the RM role, with many finding that the role met their “expectations to some
extent.” However, a small split occurs when respondents were asked whether they would
recommend the role to a friend. Response for this question fell between 3 and 4 on the scale
(53.3%), but over a third felt strongly against not recommending the role and fell between a 1
and 2 (35.6%). Table 3. Feelings on RM Role

Feelings of Job

Job Satisfaction Rating

Job Met Expectations

1

0.0%

2

20.0%

3

26.7%

4

46.7%

5

6.7%

1

11.1%

2

22.2%

3

31.1%

4

31.1%

5

4.4%

1

20.0%

2

15.6%

3

28.9%

4

24.4%

5

11.1%

Would Recommend Job to a Friend or
Resident

Additionally, 30 of the 45 respondents reported they would not be returning to the RM role the
following year. 15 RMs gave their reason as graduating or studying abroad otherwise they
would, while others shared feelings of stress, anxiety, being overwhelmed, and feeling as though
“Housing treats us like dirt…” (direct quote from Respondent 22). On the other side,
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15 respondents said they would return due to the affordable housing, paycheck, coworkers, or
truly enjoying the job. From the open-ended responses, one RM had plans to try and do a better
job the following year since they felt that they hadn’t given the role their all. This started to show
the trend of high RM turnover due to discontent towards how the job was structured.

Feelings Toward RM Role
Towards the end of the survey, RMs were asked to select from a list of words how they felt when
they thought of returning for another year as an RM, regardless of their earlier response to if they
would be returning the following year. Respondents were able to select multiple options. In
addition to the words anxious (23 responses), stressed (24 responses), excited (13 responses), or
neutral (4 responses), they could fill in words for how they felt. Additionally, from open-ended
responses, several respondents wrote they dreaded the thought of returning, were tired of
COVID-19 restrictions, exhausted just thinking of returning and/or sad.
Time Spent RM
To get an idea of how much time students spent in their RM role compared to other
activities, I asked them the average amount of time each week they spent on their family, social
life, school, and other job/s. The RM role and school took up similar amounts of time, with both
averaging 20 hours a week. See Figure 1.

Amount of Time Each Week Spent on Activities
25

Average Hours

20
15
10
5
0
RM Role

Family

Social

School

Other Job/s

Activity

Figure 1. Average Weekly Hours Spent on Important Life Activities
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Similarly, I also examined how their stress levels were spread across these activities. When
looking at the average stress levels for each category, school had a higher average (4) than
working as an RM (3).

Stress Levels in Various Areas of Life
4
4

Stress Level

3
3
2
2
1
1
0
RM Role

Family

Social

School

Other Job/s

Area of Life

Figure 2. Average Stress Levels from Important Life Activities

The main statistical analysis for this study occurred next. The Kruskal–Wallis test produced a
coefficient of 0.2347. This indicates a high correlation between the variables that was supported
by the following graph that shows higher levels of stress tended to be felt by those who worked
more hours, on average, each week. The following graph helps to visualize this result.
Respondents with the highest stress levels of a 4 or 5 tended to be those who worked over 20
hours a week. On the other hand, respondents with the lowest stress levels – a score of 1 or 2 worked 20 or less each week. A stress level of 3 heavily leaned towards those who worked
between 10-19 hours a week on average.

21

Figure 3. Correlation of Stress Levels and Average Hours Worked each Week

Common RM Incidents
During this study, I was also interested in seeing how often students were dealing with certain
incidents while on duty, along with the impact those incidents may have had on their mental
health. Figure 4 shows the impact of duty overall on students. I was expecting people to have
issues with missed sleep; RMs who are on duty must keep a phone on them that receives calls
from students at any point, including the middle of the night. This probably affected the
increased stress levels they were reporting from being on duty. Respondents were rarely missing
class (1 – Rarely Occurs) but were more likely to cancel plans (2 – Sometimes Occurs).
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Table 4. Side Effects of Being on Duty has on the Following Day

Side Effects of Being on Duty
Missed Sleep

Increased Stress

Missed Class

Cancelled Plans

Average

3

Mode

3

Average

2

Mode

3

Average

1

Mode

0

Average

2

Mode

2

After seeing how duty affected RMs, I was interested in seeing how often they dealt with
incidents. Figure 5 is the breakdown of if an RM had ever had to deal with the listed incident.
More than 75% of RMs dealt with Wi-Fi/power outages, fires (drills or real ones), alcoholrelated incidents, and COVID-19 violations. Fire-related incidents and COVID-19 violations
(i.e., not wearing a mask in public spaces, too many people in a room or elevator, etc.) were dealt
with by the most number of RMs (93% for both categories) with hazing-related incidents being
the least dealt with at 18% of respondents saying they had experienced this kind of incident.
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Table 5. Did respondent experience the listed incident while on duty?

Experienced Said Incident
Wi-Fi/Power Outage

Fire (Drill or Real)

Visitation Violation

Missing Student

Inclement Weather

Alcohol-Related

Yes

71%

No

29%

Yes

93%

No

7%

Yes

67%

No

33%

Yes

69%

No

31%

Yes

73%

No

27%

Yes

89%

No

11%

Yes

60%

No

40%

Yes

93%

No

7%

Yes

18%

No

82%

Yes

73%

No

27%

Medical Transport

COVID Policy Violations

Hazing

Drug-Related

I asked respondents how often they dealt with the above issues from “0 – Never”, “1 – Once a
Semester”, “2 – Several Times a Semester”, “3 – Once a Month”, “4 – Biweekly”, “5 – Weekly”,
or “6 – Every Day”. Many reported dealing with Wi-Fi/power outages and fire drills/real fires a
couple of times a semester; fire drills are required twice a semester, so this number makes sense.
The more severe issues (missing students, inclement weather, and medical transports) were
reported to happen about once a semester with COVID-19 violations occurring the most often –
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daily for most. Hazing was reported to never occur (see Discussion for elaboration on this).
Visitation violations occur when a resident does not sign-in their guest/s and stay with them
throughout the building while they were visiting. seemed to be lower. I suspect this is due to
many RMs not actually enforcing this rule and many students learning side doors to have guests
come in through.

Table 6. How often did the respondent deal with the listed incident?

Frequency of Incident
Wi-Fi/Power Outage

Mode

2

Fire (Drill or Real)

Mode

2

Visitation Violation

Mode

2

Missing Student

Mode

1

Inclement Weather

Mode

1

Alcohol-Related

Mode

2

Medical Transport

Mode

1

COVID Policy Violations

Mode

6

Hazing

Mode

0

Drug-Related

Mode

2
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I was expecting more serious incidents to impact RMs more negatively, leading them to need to
talk to a supervisor or even a therapist. Less serious issues – fire drills, Wi-Fi/power outages,
visitation violations, inclement weather, and COVID-19 violations – had respondents answering
that they would barely be impacted by the incident, if at all. Alcohol-related incidents probably
scored lower since I had a separate category for medical transports, which mainly occur when a
student’s alcohol blood levels are too high and EMS elects to take them to the ER. Given that
very few respondents reported hazing incidents, I’m surprised they felt that they would be more
impacted by them; I would expect RMs to keep a closer eye on this issue if they felt it would
affect them more negatively than other incidents.
Table 7. Theoretical Impact of Incident on Respondent’s Mental Health

Impact of Incident
Wi-Fi/Power Outage

Mode

0

Fire (Drill or Real)

Mode

1

Visitation Violation

Mode

0

Missing Student

Mode

2

Inclement Weather

Mode

1

Alcohol-Related

Mode

1

Medical Transport

Mode

3

COVID Policy Violations

Mode

0

Hazing

Mode

3

Drug-Related

Mode

3
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Final Question’s Main Themes
The final question of my survey asked RMs if there was anything they wish had been asked and
if they had any feedback4. One of the main themes was how the Housing Department could
improve the role. This included replies with questions and feedback like:
•

In what ways can the RM role be improved in order to lower stress level? (Open forumstyle)

•

What do you feel the Housing Department could do better to support RMs?

•

How are you feeling? What are ways we can alleviate stress in this role? What would you
like to see done differently in this situation?

•

What can housing do to make this role more worth it? what resources can we give to
RMs? how can we better compensate them for the toll it takes?

•

What can housing do to better the lives of RMs

•

What can housing do to better this position? Do you experience frequent problems with
pay or lack of support?

•

Wednesday meetings were an inconvenience. Would’ve been the best job if Wednesday
meetings were on any other day

Some of the responses were more streamlined towards the work being done by RMs and
previous experiences they had that may have affected their ability to fulfill role expectations.
•

I wished I asked more about the actual details about the job like duty and check out

•

What job did you have before becoming a resident mentor? It’s important to know if
people have ever experienced work before and actually have something to compare it to.

•

Wednesday meetings were an inconvenience. Would’ve been the best job if Wednesday
meetings were on any other day

4

These responses were not edited for clarity, only for spelling and grammatical issues to help
reduce the chance of a respondent being identified
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There were also answers that related to the amount of work increasing due to COVID-19. These
began to get into the lengthier responses and negative feelings about the role.
•

How RMs who have been in the position for 2+ semesters (basically, returning RMs)
have noticed the workload increase and/or benefits decline. ((Both of which have
happened over the three years I’ve been an RM))

•

How does extra responsibilities on RMs affect us. The normal job itself is not difficult,
but due to Covid they have pushed other jobs on us and extra hours, assuming that we
would get them back on the floor but that is not the case. It takes way more hours than
they think, and extra desk shifts and office shifts only add to that, and they do not seem to
care or assume that we get these hours back. In addition, the forcing of roommates on us
severely impacts our jobs and our abilities to connect with residents and to have free
time, especially if the roommate is a freshman. There should be a way to opt out of this,
but they have taken that option away and it has been the main reason why many RMs are
not returning.

Besides these main two themes, there were also answers that were more negative in their nature,
ones that I could tell the RM responding to the question was stressed with the role and to quote
what I heard many times at RM Council, fed-up with how the Housing Department was treating
them. Upon reading them, I thought these were important to look into in future studies given the
long-term impact the role seems to have had on these studies.
•

A lot of questions asked about the impact of the incidents which is good, but another
big impact is just holding the phone in general and the impact that has on the staff;
RMs and above. Personally, I can no longer hear the ringtone without jumping,
becoming more awake/aware, or wondering what’s happening and if people are okay.
This is not just when on campus, it is when hearing the ringtone literally anywhere
coming from anyone’s phone. I’m sure others feel the same because when you’re
have the duty phone and it rings, you have no idea what could be waiting for you. It
could be just a lockout, it could be a noise complaint, or it could be severe like an
intoxicated resident or a resident in a state of crisis.
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•

Do our supervisors have our best interest at heart and how can we hold them
accountable?

•

What about the work environment causes stress? Answer: Higher education is a
liberal hellhole with no room for discussion of a conservative viewpoint without
major argument and judgement, especially when we are forced to teach/encourage
things that go against our religious beliefs.

•

I think you asked some good important questions. especially about the hours housing
assumes we work. (I have done a lot of math regarding what we should ACTUALLY
be paid)
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Discussion of Data and Findings
The goals of this study were to see if RM stress and burnout levels were high as shown in
previous studies along with seeing if the role was taking more time than it was advertised to (20
hours/week). Previous studies had argued that the role was too much for a full-time
undergraduate student to take on despite its status as a part-time job due to the nature of its
workers being, theoretically, on call 24/7. In addition to these two goals, it was also important to
see how RMs were feeling about the position after two semesters of working in COVID-19
restrictions and to pass these feelings on to housing administrators at UofSC.
Before the pandemic hit the US and UofSC, there was already a need to study how the RM
role was impacting student workers on campus. My time in the role had shown me how stressful
it could be, along with the burnout if caused me to feel. During my sophomore year, I served as a
representative for my coworkers to RM Council – a group that discusses issues RMs are facing
with each dorm having one or two RMs sent on their behalf. These meetings had many
conveying frustrations with the role. Many in traditional-style dorms were upset they had to
share rooms with students despite recruitment processes advertising it as otherwise. While some
RMs expressed satisfaction with some changes the Housing Department had implemented (such
as more in-depth guides on how they wanted events to be held and templates for bulletin boards
we were required to make), many were at the verge of quitting their jobs and had even discussed
trying to form a union. The impact of the pandemic on college students health showed by many
studies like Son et al.’s increased the need for the RM population at UofSC to be examined in
terms of stress, burnout, workloads, and role satisfaction.
Mixed feelings on the role were seen at the beginning of the survey. While many were
satisfied with the job (average answer: 4 out of 5), there were mixed responses for whether the
job met their expectations (averaging answer: 3 out of 5). A similar pattern was seen in responses
to the question of “Would you recommend this role to a friend or resident?” Questions towards
the end of the survey contributed to this negative feeling about the job with some open-ended
feedback at the very end leaving some harsher words to Upper Housing.
Throughout the survey, high stress levels were found through questions directly asking about
stress along with open-ended answers that described feelings that related to stress. Students felt
similar levels of stress in the role when compared to their school life, although stress in school
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tended to be higher on average. Considering the role is a part-time job and they’re full-time
students, this is a concerning pattern. After becoming an RM, most respondents felt higher levels
of stress. However, this may have been due to the 3ffects of COVID-19 restrictions on life in
general that caused higher feelings of stress and isolation in the average person. Burnout was
also seen among some students due to their open-ended answers. The one question that mainly
looked into this problem hinted that many RMs were feeling burnt out, but more information
would need to be gathered to see if this had correlations with the role or if the burnout was
coming from working and studying through a global pandemic.
On average, the number of hours worked each week in the role equaled the number of hours
respondents indicated they spent on school, also a concerning pattern for a part-time job worked
by a full-time student. When looked at in correlation with the number of hours worked, stress
tended to increase as number of hours worked increased. This could be for several reasons. Highachieving students may have higher stress levels and would be more likely to spend more time
on the role. It could also be the lack of inability to “clock out” from the role led to this stress, but
no question was in the survey that could have gauged the reasoning for this correlation.
Some answers concerned me when looking through the data and answer trends. Very few
RMs answered that they had ever dealt with a Hazing incident, with UofSC having poor statistics
in this area and my experience with having many sorority and fraternity residents being hazed
repeatedly. Some respondents also answered that they worked less than ten hours a week while
several averaged over thirty. This role is a salaried job with no offer of overtime, meaning that
these members would be paid the same amount, regardless of actual hours worked. Housing
lacks a way to record hours worked and doesn’t assess this often or well when it does examine it.
As discussed in the background section of this paper, several universities have moved away from
the position being salaried and making it an hourly position to help reduce this issue.

Limitations
My main concern with this survey is the time it was delivered. It was open at the end of a
semester where many RMs had increased stress levels due to finals, closing halls for the summer,
and the COVID-19 pandemic affecting their daily lives. There is a small concern this may have
yielded higher than normal reported stress levels and other similar feelings. People also tend to
fill out surveys when they’re upset with the topic, more so than those who are content with the
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topic. I believe this to have occurred with my survey due to the high amount of RMs who
reported being very displeased with the Housing Department throughout the school year.
While this survey helps to gauge the general feelings of RMs at UofSC, I failed to get the
number of respondents I had hoped for to increase the confidence in my findings. With my
respondents, it is possible the above issues and data trends would have shifted to more accurately
represent how RMs at UofSC feel about the role. Also, the data tended to lean towards
apartment-style and suite-style, which upper housing has discussed, during RM training, to have
different issues than traditional-style dorms. The issues dealt with by these RMs were most likely
missed out on since I cannot confidently say that they match the feelings of other RMs given that
only 2 of the 45 respondents live in that style of residence hall. During my time on RM Council,
those workers tended to speak out the most (in quantity and in ill-feelings) about having to share
rooms with residents while being compensated the same amount, being assigned the same
number of residents, and security issues regarding sensitive information RMs are required to
store in their rooms.
In addition to sampling issues, there were measurement issues. GPA wasn’t properly
measured. The ranges were too wide to see if any actual changes occurred with the average note
changing between semesters. A more inclusive scale would be a wiser move in the future to
gauge this variable and allow it to be compared to other ones, such as stress and time spent on
the role. Additional questions could have been added that did a more thorough job at comparing
new versus returning RMs and their experiences along with questions that could have captured if
the stress levels were high due to the role, COVID-19, or a combination of those and some other
variable. Questions about role ambiguity, which I had initially hoped to look at, were also not
included and would have been another source of comparison, especially given the high number
of papers published on the topic (Manata et al., 2017; Everett et al., 2011; and Elleven et al,
2011).

Recommendations for UofSC’s Housing Department
Despite not being studied in this paper, I’d recommend the Housing Department to be more open
and transparent about expectations in the role to help reduce the number of respondents that felt
the role didn’t quite meet their expectations and to help RMs more confidently recommend the
role to friends and residents. Along with this, creating easy access to contracts for RMs would be
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helpful; I had to message many co-workers to find a copy and was unable to find it on the
official portal Upper Housing said it was in.
It may also be worth looking into a different way of compensating RMs for their time.
Hourly pay would help address the issue of how many hours a week RMs are working along
with it being a good way to keep track of how many hours on average RMs work each semester.
Compensating for roommates or removing them altogether would help reduce the ill-feelings
some RMs presented in this survey.
To help continue these and to look into similar ones, a thorough survey given each year
by Housing to RMs would help capture how RMs are feeling and see where areas of change need
to be made in the role.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1 - Annotated Bibliography
Berg, S. A., & Brown, C. G. (2019). An Examination of the Supervision and Job Satisfaction
Factors of Residence Directors and Resident Assistants. Journal of College & University
Student Housing, 46(1), 30–45.

The authors of this article both work at the University of Texas-Arlington, one as
an Associate Director of what seems to be our equivalent of Student Housing and the
other is both a professor and the Associate Dean of Academic Programs. They realized
that little to no research had been done on the job supervision and several stress factors of
the Resident Assistant role. This study seems to be intended for those who organize and
run student housing. This article examines the burnout, role ambiguity, role conflict, and
job satisfaction of Resident Assistants. Using a series of surveys, they concluded that the
Southwest region they tested in had a higher rate of feeling as though the job was
ambiguous when their supervisors were not as involved. I feel like this can be used in
developing questions for my interviews with resident mentors on campus, since role
ambiguity is an issue here at UofSC.
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Cousineau, L., & Chambers, L. (2015). How Expectations Do Not Equate with Practice: The
Gendered Reality of the Female Resident Assistant. Journal of College and University
Student Housing, 41(2), 28–43.
This article was written by a chair in the women’s studies department at Lakehead
University along with a master’s candidate. Their audience seems to be those who can
influence the role along with those interested in gender differences in student employee
roles. Some of the Resident Assistants interviewed felt that their role had added stress
since they felt the need to act differently than their male counterparts. The issue of feeling
like caregivers even came across in their research questions. As much as I would enjoy
exploring this topic, I feel like it would increase the workload too much and lead to other
areas suffering from lack of attention. I may throw in a question about if my coworkers
feel if their gender affects their role, but that would be the most I would probably do.
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Cheng, M. W. T.; Chan, C. K. Y. (2020). ‘Invisible in a visible role’: A photovoice study
exploring the struggles of new Resident assistants. Journal of Further and Higher
Education, 45(5), 688–703. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877x.2020.1812547
Cheng and Chan’s study was set to look at how the role affects RAs at a university in
Hong Kong along with its difficulties and challenges. RAs there are postgraduate students
or university staff, unlike the full-time undergraduate RMs at UofSC. They are expected to
help run the hall with a Warden (like the Resident Life Coordinator position at UofSC),
contribute to hall education (ex. organizing events), and day-to-day operations of the hall
(ex. budgeting and monitoring students).
This study is especially applicable since it points out that the US and Hong Kong are hiring
more RAs than ever due to growing amounts of student housing and the expectations for
the role (learning cohort settings, organizing residence hall programs) have increased over
the years. Literature review found that RAs tend to develop skills in the areas of teamwork,
problem-solving, interpersonal skills, self-efficacy, and helping others; unclear guidelines
and working 24/7 help lead to role burnout; and the role has changed throughout the years
with most research about burnout done a decade ago, leading to researchers asking for
updated training manuals and programs for RAs since the environment has changed so
much in the field.
The study itself had six newly hired RAs meet monthly to discuss pictures that they took
that the RAs felt reflected their role. Researchers found that the pictures reflected four
themes: difficulties blending in, levels of involvement, workload imbalance, and role
ambiguity. It was hard for the RAs to get students involved and to have them realize that
they were the RA for the floor. Most of the guidelines that they were expected to follow
were vague and outdated, including guidelines on how to interact with students on a dayto-day basis. This also flowed into how each RA had different levels of work depending on
how many incidents were occurring on their floor each week. No systems were in place to
evaluate weekly RA performance and time spent working. Overall, many of the RAs in the
study thought that the role had too many expectations for a part-time job with minimal job
training and great amounts of role ambiguity.
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Elleven, R. K., Allen, J., & Wircenski, M. (2011). Resident Assistant Training: A Southwestern
Perspective. College Student Journal, 35(4), 609–615. Retrieved October 25, 2021, from
https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc31076/.
Aim of this article was to bring more attention to how little training RAs has been
discussed. Important to understand since students usually go to RAs first for issues and
there’s little agreement on how to train RAs-and those in similar roles-throughout the
nation. Elleven et al argue training needs to be up-to-date and current for greatest effect.
RAs deal with stress, role ambiguity, violence, alcohol misuse by students, and emotional
needs of students who come to them for help. This article already addresses that the role
may be too large for a full-time undergraduate student. RAs are expected to be role models,
counselors, teachers, and students (all at once). The study used a questionnaire that looked
at how RAs are trained and their expected competencies. It was sent to 71 chief housing
officers (CHOs), 45 responded. RA Competencies (according to another paper) were: role
model, community development, system maintenance and control, leadership and
governance, helper/facilitator, educational programming, and general skills. The study used
a 1-4 Likert scale with the averages for each competencies topics at: role model (3.93),
community development (3.99), system maintenance (3.98), leadership/government (3.82),
and helper/facilitator (4.3).
Seems that CHOs, regardless of them being at a private or public institution, expected RAs
to be efficient in every aspect, but more so in helper/facilitator roles (ex. referral agent) and
community development (ex. planner of social activities). This survey also asked what the
CHOs thought of RAs being in the clerical work position, which was responded to as
important. For training, those at private institutions tended to have post-grad degrees while
those in public institutions typically just had a bachelor’s. Few of the schools had actual
courses (with credits) for training RAs, with returning RAs rarely having different training.
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Everett, D. D., & Loftus, Z. V. (2011). Resident Assistants as Rule Enforcers Versus Friends: An
Exploratory Study of Role Conflict. The Journal of College and University Student
Housing, 37(2), 72–88. Retrieved October 25, 2021, from www.acuho-i.org.
One of the researchers for this study is identified as a professor in the sociology
and anthropology department at Stetson University. The audience is like the first source:
those in a position to create Housing policies regarding Resident Assistants. Resident
Assistants find themselves in a role where they have to balance being rule enforcers and
friends to their residents. The more that a Resident Assistant found themselves getting to
know a resident, the harder they usually found it to enforce rules. Data was gathered by
surveying Residents Assistants at the university about their experiences with role conflict.
There seemed to be a mixture of feeling closer to residents than they believed they should
be while some felt that they were barely in touch with their residents. I’m not quite sure if
this is a topic I would like to explore, since ambiguity of contracts/expectations and
overall satisfaction (i.e., success rates, improvement of role modeling, stressors, etc.) are
what I hope to focus on. It was helpful to read and remind me that there’s a large
universal experience for Resident Assistants.
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Hardy, S. E., & Dodd, D. K. (1998). Burnout among University Resident Assistants as a
Function of Gender and Floor Assignment. Journal of College Student
Development, 39(5), 499–501. Retrieved October 25, 2021, from
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234572701_Burnout_among_University_Reside
nt_Assistants_as_a_Function_of_Gender_and_Floor_Assignment.
Hardy and Dodd define burnout as “a syndrome consisting of emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment…” Students usually experience
this with high levels of coursework stress; add the stress of a job and it is expected to
increase the burnout rates of RAs. RAs expected to be constantly working is part of the
reason the job is so stressful. The role includes acting as a leader, providing counseling and
assistance with residents’ problems, mediating disputes, making referrals to resources,
performing office tasks, responding to medical emergencies, advising academics,
designing activities and programs for the hall, and enforcing university policy (to name a
few things).
Not all RAs experience burnout according to this study and their literature review, and it
varies depending on where they are assigned to work and their gender (used Maslach
Burnout Inventory (MBI) – link at bottom of this page – to score responses). Women are
more likely to experience burnout than men, RAs in freshman-only are more likely to
experience burnout (interesting since most colleges seem to provide mixed housing for
years, at least UofSC does), and burnout varies depending on feelings of personal
accomplishment, depersonalization, and emotional exhaustion. Usually, women feel the
lacking experiences of these more, but it depends on the study. Hardy and Dodd argue that
more studies need to be done to validate those findings. Their own study involved 57 RAs
(approximately half female) that worked at (split 28:29) first-year only and mixed-year
halls. These RAs were given a survey that asked general demographic questions along with
MBI questions*. The hypothesis that those in first-year halls experienced more burnout
was held while the one on women was unsupported. They found that having training before
working as an RA helped more than when training occurred concurrently.

41

Manata, B., DeAngelis, B., Paik, J., & Miller, V. (2017). Measuring critical aspects of the
resident assistant role. Journal of College Student Development, 58(4), 618–623.
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2017.0046
Manata et al start by discussing how housing has turned into more than a dorm; it is now a
place that is community-orientated and attempts to create social students. RAs now have to
be role models, facilitate discussions, provide resources, counsel, and encourage
socialization; they are expected to help make residents more social and have better success
as students. In previous studies, there have been issues with how RA attributes/role
expectations have been measured in the past. Manata et al use two methods during their
experiment to help address this.
The first, identifying RA responsibilities, came about by reading literature and training
manuals to form 11 core competencies expected from the role. The second, item generation
and construct validity, had two rounds of surveys that asked about these core concepts
(given to newly hired RMs their first and second semesters). These 11 competency
domains were managing conflict, maintaining physical safety, connecting with residents,
forming relationships and peer groups, connecting residents to university resources,
encouraging involvement, counseling, providing academic encouragement and support,
role modeling, managing time, and fostering psychological safety. Ultimately, they had to
drop some variables, but overall students seemed to mostly agree with the statements of
these expectations of the role.
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Paladino, D. A., Murray, T. L., & Newgent, R. A. (2005). Resident Assistant Burnout: Factors
Impacting Depersonalization, Emotional Exhaustion, and Personal
Accomplishment. Journal of College and University Student Housing, 33(2), 18–27.
Retrieved October 26, 2021, from
http://www.units.miamioh.edu/saf/reslife/reslife/manuals/edl301old/EDL377/Articles/Resi
dent%20Assistant%20Burnout.pdf.
The authors of this article come from three universities that span across the
Southern bit of the nation. This article is older than the others I use, but still follows the
trends that I was expecting for job satisfaction. The audience is similar to those in other
articles. The article references several other previous studies to provide context for their
survey questions. There seems to be an issue with Resident Assistants experiencing
burnout. There are high levels of inadequate training that contributes to this and their
stress. However, the argument that Resident Assistants are constantly on call for 24-hour
workdays seems to be an exaggeration by this article; this could also be a difference
between the role here and at those universities during the time of the study. This study
used several questions I hope to ask, so I’ll keep it on my main reading list when
formulating my own study.
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Stoner, J. C. (2017). Revisiting Resident Assistant Burnout: Functions of Gender, Community
Composition, Choice to Continue Employment, and Job Satisfaction. Journal of College and
University Student Housing, 44(1), 30–47.

The previous Assistant Director for Apartment and Residence Life at the
University of Texas-Arlington wrote this article. Given that this is the second article I’ve
found from UT-Arlington, they seem to care about the topic. His audience is intended to
be those in similar positions as himself who work on the Resident Assistant roles and
guidelines. This article examines how Resident Assistant burnout has changed over the
years, since most of the research was done in the 1980’s and left many questions
unanswered. There was a significant inverse relationship between job satisfaction and
burnout among the Resident Assistants that were interviewed. Since this article looks at
some of the key points, I hope to ask Resident Assistants about, I will definitely look
closer at it when formulating my questions for my coworkers.
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Appendix 2 - Survey Questions
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Appendix 3 - RStudio Coding File and Imported Dataset
a. Available upon request
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Appendix 4 - UofSC RM Position Responsibilities
1. Establish relationships with residents and promote overall community among the floor
2. Conduct purposeful conversations with each resident to assist in their adjustment to college
and to support their academic success
3. Implement the residential curriculum by using provided lesson plans for events. Evaluate
programs and interactions designed to foster academic inquiry and exposure to relevant
resources. Integrate academic resources into door decorations, bulletin boards/displays and
through other media to convey information to residents
4. Enforce quiet and courtesy hours to foster a conducive environment for residents to study and
sleep
5. Demonstrate respectful verbal and non-verbal communication with others and refrain from
inappropriate or offensive behaviors. All communication (electronic, voicemail, personal
contact, guided tours, etc.) should be professional, presenting a positive and professional
image of the University
6. Facilitate roommate agreement discussions assisting students in the development of their
awareness of self and the awareness of others
7. Support and empower residents to learn about their values, goals and passions as a way for
each resident to seek involvement opportunities including, but not limited to: living and
learning community leadership positions, Hall Government, and the Residence Hall
Association (RHA)
8. Enforce, uphold, and explain University and residence hall policies. Help residents
understand the impact of their behavior and refer them to professional staff for questions or
concerns pertaining to student conduct
9. Timely, thorough, and accurate completion of administrative reports including, but not
limited to: weekly reports, duty logs, incident reports, and work orders. RMs are expected to
report possible vandalism or unresolved maintenance concerns to their supervisor
10. Educate self on all forms of diversity. Challenge residents to understand and appreciate their
responsibility to others, on- and off-campus. Respect and recognize the diversity of all
students and staff regardless of age, gender, race, ethnic background, socioeconomic status,
sexual orientation, religion, disability, nationality and/or veteran status
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11. Respond both on- and off-duty to students in crisis (physical, emotional, medical, etc.)
through assessment and referrals to experienced professionals. Follow-up with residents in a
caring and timely manner while maintaining confidentially per FERPA requirements
12. Coordinate and facilitate regularly scheduled community gatherings, floor community
builders, programs/events, and other activities
13. Support the efforts of hall government by seeking active community/floor representatives
and by providing these leaders with time to report and lead during floor gatherings and
programs
14. Share information regarding campus events/programs, check-in/check-out procedures, health
and safety inspections, survey administration and other administrative tasks as assigned by
supervisors. Assist with building tours for Admitted Students Day/Open Houses as needed
15. Other duties as assigned by members of the supervisory chain or their designee(s), including
Assistant Residence Life Coordinator (ARLC), Residence Life Coordinator (RLC), Area
Coordinator (AC), Assistant Director, Associate Director, Director of Residence Life and/or
the Executive Director of University Housing
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Appendix 5 – What I Learned from this Research Experience
I went into my thesis design hoping to capture the negative feelings my coworkers had been
conveying to me and that I had been experiencing myself. At the time, I had been hoping to
pursue medical school and hadn’t planned out my survey questions as much as I had hoped to,
leading to the lack of questions that would have fleshed out some of the areas my thesis proposal
had stated I would be looking into. This thesis helped me realize how difficult survey design and
data collection are, and why it’s often done by third parties who are compensated for this type of
research. While I’m happy with how my survey and its responses looked, I wish I had added a
role ambiguity section and more in-depth question on burnout to help gauge both of these areas
that were important to me, as a previous RM, to capture and present to the Housing Department.
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NOTES
1. It is important to consider the survey burnout that RMs may have been feeling at this time.
During the period when the survey was collecting data, many RMs received a survey a day
from the Housing Department and/or for class evaluations.
2. This survey was conducted during the first year RMs returned to campus after the onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic.
3. If you wish to see the data set or code used for data analysis, please reach out to Lauren
Cartwright (laurencartwright2000@gmail.com). The data set has been edited to maximize
confidentiality of participants.
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